Midwifery policy in contemporary and modern China: From the past to the future.
This study aims to outline the progress of midwifery-related policies in contemporary and modern China as well as the obstacles in this process, and to provide recommendations for policy makers in the establishment of Chinese midwifery policies, ultimately promoting the development of midwifery in China. Policy plays an increasingly important role in midwifery development, particularly needed in modern China. A review of policies of midwifery could help policy makers develop effective strategies to address current problems in China, including the insufficient numbers of midwives, the shrinking of responsibility and the degradation of midwives' competency. The Policy Triangle was used to examine through literature the laws and regulations regarding midwifery from 1928 in China and was conducted from April to September in 2013. This was followed by insider interviews with two senior policy makers from the National Health Commission to explain nursing policy progress, thereby identifying the reasons why midwifery has developed more slowly than nursing. The development of midwifery in China could be classified into four stages: (1) the beginning period (1928-1949), beginning with the first midwifery rules; (2) the development period (1949-1979), in which the quality and quantity of midwives were significant; (3) the unclear positioning period (1979-2008), without clear midwifery policy; and (4) the subordination to nursing period (2008-present), with the Nurse Byelaw 2008 stating that midwives must apply for nursing licenses. The main factors influencing midwifery policies are: (1) social background, such as the changes of different governments and health care reform, and (2) the powers of the actors. Currently, it is an appropriate time to develop strategies for policy makers to facilitate midwifery development in China. Midwifery policy should be independently included in the frame of national medical industry reform because midwives are an indispensable part of the health care workforce. In-depth research should be conducted to confirm the position of midwifery in China to ensure its sustainable development.